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Abstract: Supply chain management focuses on improving the performance of the supplier. Through supplier development programs, 
buyers develop supplier’ capability, improving suppliers’ performance. Through interviews, this research focus on how buyers differ in 
implementation of supplier development programs and why, from the viewpoints of the suppliers.  
 




Supplier performance has been the focus of much of the supply chain management literature. As outsourcing is a global practice, 
managing the supply chain has become an important source of competitive advantage for firms (see Bovel and Martha, 2000). Supplier 
performance have an impact on buyers’ own performance and studies have investigated factors leading to supplier performance 
improvement or improving supplier relationships (e.g. Sanchez-Rodriguez, Hemsworth, Martinez-Lorente & Clavel, 2005, Hernandez-
Espallardo, Rodriguez-Orejuela & Sanchez-Perez, 2010,  Govindan, Kannan & Haq, 2010, Giannakis, Doran & Chen, 2012). However, many 
studies have focused from the aspect of the buyer or the purchasing viewpoint and studies from the viewpoint of the supplier is lacking. 
Carr, Kaynak, Hartley and Ross (2008) noted that an area which has been under-explored in the literature is how suppliers develop their 
capabilities through supplier development, or how suppliers learn. Carr et al. (2008) note that there is lack of data on the types of 
training that buyers could provide that would be most beneficial towards suppliers. This suggests that through studies focusing on the 
suppliers’ perspective, the types of training that would most benefit suppliers could be discerned. Identifying these beneficial types of 
training might increase buyer-supported training, a practice which Carr et al. (2008) find to be overlooked.  Carr et al (2008) also noted 
the existence of dependent suppliers. Supplier dependence exists when suppliers are dependent on their major buyers for sales of 20% 
or more (Carr et al., 2008; Lamaanen, 2005). Carr et al (2008) suggest that there is a lack of understanding on dependent suppliers and 
there is a need to understand the (dependent) supplier’s perception of supplier development benefits, reasons for participation in 
supplier development activities, reasons for the lack of buyer-supported training, as well as the types of supplier development activities 
that are most beneficial to suppliers (Carr et al., 2008). In addition, studies investigating in-depth the experiences of suppliers, 
particularly activities that help develop their capabilities and thus supplier performance, would be useful. Othman, Mohammad and 
Bakar (2005) suggest that using qualitative research, researchers focusing on technology transfer research could understand how 
suppliers learn through the much richer data and information from respondents. Studies using qualitative data or mixed-method 
research, in the transport industry and/or relating to supplier relations include looking at what larger firms can learn from smaller 
companies in terms of R&D strategy (Marion, Dunlap & Friar, 2012) and insights into why there exist relationship weaknesses between 
buyer and supplier in the South African auto industry (Naude & Badenhorst-Weiss (2012). 
 
Though there have been studies on dependent suppliers’, particularly on how dependent suppliers learn (see Abdul Kadir, Tam &  Ali, 
2011) and implications of collaborative R&D on dependent suppliers during downturn (Laamanen, 2005), studies on examining how 
buyers differ in implementation of supplier development activities for dependent suppliers from the viewpoint of the supplier might lead 
to a better understanding of improvement of supplier performance and supplier relationships, particularly for dependent suppliers. 
Previous studies on differences of buyers include differences of automotive buyers’ supplier relationship  in Japan, US and Korea (Dyer, 
Cho & Chu, 1998), differences between buyers on survival of later subsidiaries due to knowledge inheritance (Argyres & Mostafa, 2012), 
differences in supplier development at three Japanese automakers (Sako, 2004), as well as differences between  buyers on their role in 
collaboration on new product development due to each buyers’ bargaining power (Moreira, 2005). Therefore, the aim of this paper, 
which is part of a larger study, is to examine how buyers differ in the implementation of a long-term supplier development program, 
from the perspective of the (dependent) suppliers. 
 
2. Literature Review 
 
Outsourcing the production of parts to suppliers as a strategy implies supply chain management. The buyer needs to ensure that 
suppliers are managed to make certain that supplier performance is maintained or improved, which would in turn lead to growth of the 
buyer’s own performance. Outsourcing is now an important strategy for many firms, with suggestions that buyers build a “cooperative, 
interdependent and long-term relations with suppliers” (Takeishi, 2001, p.403). However, the relationships that buyers might have with 
their suppliers could differ, based on various factors. The literature on buyer-supplier relationship has identified several types of such 
relationships: collaborative, arm’s length and durable arm’s length. In studies focusing on the automotive industry, particularly on 
automakers that use lean production system and those that did not, several differentiating factors were noted: The types of differences 
(Cusumano & Takeishi, 1991; Clark & Fujimoto, 1991), sources of differences in trust conceptualisation (Sako & Helper, 1998) including 
differences in cultural and business process, as well as differences between the automakers who have implemented the lean production 
system in their own countries (Dyer et al, 1998). Other differentiating factors include long-term relationships (Asanuma, 1989), 
knowledge transfer between buyers and suppliers (Lamming, 1993), and trust (Sako & Helper, 1998). Cusumano and Takeishi (1991), 
among the earliest studies focusing on the differences, commented on the differences between US and Japanese automakers, highlighting 
factors such as fewer suppliers per part, more cooperation between automaker and supplier, long contracts, giving suggestions to 
suppliers and helping suppliers to lower costs. These types of differences would be referred to as “collaborative supplier relationship” 
type factors in similar studies in the future. Characteristics depicting the collaborative relationship based on the Japanese-style supplier 
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relations include long-term relationships, commitment, mutual assistance, responsiveness to making special investments, and the 
sharing of information, the sharing of cost and technical information and ‘trust-building’ practices such as placing guest engineers (Dyer, 
1994; Dyer & Ouchi, 1993; Dyer et al., 1998; Wasti & Liker, 1999).  Traditional US buyer-supplier relations has been described as 
‘adversarial’ due to buyers’ (such as  automakers) short-term (usually 1 year) contract with suppliers, arm’s-length relationship and 
many suppliers (six to eight) per part (Helper, 1991; Wasti & Liker, 1999). Other characteristics of these ‘adversarial’ relationships 
include suppliers chosen based on price and substitutability (Spekman, 1988), with suppliers not being involved in the product 
development process or providing any input into design (Wasti & Liker, 1999). 
 
In addition to the collaborative and adversarial relations, researchers have categorised a type of supplier relationship based on a 
combination of partnership and arm’s-length. Dyer et al. (1998) suggest that an alternative to collaborative partnerships or arm’s-
length/adversarial relations is the durable arm’s-length relationship. According the authors, through segmenting suppliers and 
identifying less strategic products, a combined relationship between partnership and arm’s-length relationship could be used.  This 
suggest that different buyers might have different types of relationships with their suppliers, and this could include supplier 
development activities. Researchers also have suggested the benefits of a long-term relationships, and logically, a long-term relationship 
would enable the supplier to benefit more from their buyers (see Takeishi, 2001, and Asanuma, 1989). Therefore, a research examining 
how and why buyers differ in the implementation of supplier development program from the suppliers is proposed. For this paper, the 




For this research, a qualitative case study based on interviews was conducted. Qualitative research uses in-depth investigations and 
could provide information to understand interpersonal relationships between managers and owners as well as the reasoning for the 
necessary decisions that were made during strategic situations (Bruton, Ahlstrom & Wan, 2003). Huy (2011) suggest that qualitative 
research provide understanding of the process that occurs within the natural settings of the firm and the association between constructs 
and outcomes. Seven key informants from seven supplier organizations in the Malaysian automotive industry were interviewed in-depth. 
They were asked on their experiences of being involved in a long-term supplier development program with two Malaysian automakers 
as well as other buyers. Particularly, for this paper, they were probed on their relationship with their buyers and how buyers 
implemented the supplier development program. All seven organizations had been involved for more than 10 years with at least one 
main buyer. Interviews were conducted on-site and all interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. In addition, a three-page 
questionnaire was given to respondents before interviews were conducted. Documents relevant to the research was collected and 
analyzed. Data analysis was based on the Miles and Huberman (1994) method of ‘across-within’ case analysis. Measures were taken to 
ensure reliability and validity. Reliability was through coding and data quality checks. Internal validity was ensured through having 
context-rich and meaningful (“thick”) description (Denzin, 1989) (Geertz, 1973), in addition to triangulation of methods and data 
sources. An ‘audit trail’ (Schwandt and Halpen, 1988) to ensure confirmability was also conducted where processes and method taken 
were recorded. External validity was based on theoretically diverse sampling based on three dimensions (Yin, 2003). 
 
4. Results and Discussion  
 
Case Profile: Eight key informants from seven supplier firms were interviewed.  These supplier firms were Tier 1 suppliers to two local 
automakers, Local Automaker 1 (LA1) and  Local Automaker 2 (LA2). Tier 1 suppliers directly supply parts to the automakers or buyers. 
The supplier firms consisted of four large organisations and three SMEs. To maintain anonymity, the seven cases were given initials 
unrelated to their actual identities. The organisations were involved in supplier development programs with either LA1 or LA2 or both. 
All of the suppliers had been established for a number of years, ranging from 15-30 years. All of the suppliers had at least one major 
buyer which accounted for 20% or more of sales. 
 
How do buyers differ in the implementation of SDP from the viewpoint of suppliers? Why? For this question, suppliers were asked 
on the preferred SDP program and the buyer which provided this program. Suppliers were also asked for reasons for their preference 
and if there had been any changes in preferences as all suppliers had been involved in at least one supplier development program for 
more than 10 years. In the following table (Table 1), the findings show the reasons given by the suppliers. All suppliers had access to 
LA1’s supplier development program. In their remarks, six of seven suppliers noted the changes that the LA1 supplier development 
program had gone through. Only SU had no comment on changes in the LA1 supplier development program. These changes ranged from 
frequency of visits, supplier performance evaluation to a more systematic supplier program. Respondent GN summed it up by stating 
that LA1 had changed its ‘intensity’. 
 
Reasons given by five suppliers preferring LA2’s supplier development program ranged from quicker feedback and more frequent visits, 
to a more aggressive audit system and better project management. Two other suppliers either preferred another buyer, R, (CS) or still 
preferred LA1 (GN). GN preferred LA1 even though admitting LA1 had decreased its ‘intensity’. In addition, three suppliers had access to 
buyers’ supplier development programs other than the programs of LA1 or LA2. CS preferred buyer R while two other suppliers 
preferred their Japanese buyers. Other buyers also had Japanese buyers, for example SU. For LI, although they too had access to Japanese 
buyers’ assistance, the data was less clear about this assistance from their Japanese buyers. However, for SU, 90% of sales were to LA1. 
The assumption here is that with 10% or less of sales to Japanese buyers, SU was less likely to be on their Japanese buyers’ supplier 
development program. SU stated that sales for their Japanese buyers were for old models and for the replacement market, making it 
unlikely that SU was part of their Japanese buyers’ supplier development program. In this study, all of the suppliers were Tier 1 to either 
LA1 or LA2: this meant that they were direct suppliers to the buyers and thus were part of the buyers’ supplier development program. 
Thus, in terms of buyer supplier development program, overall, suppliers seem to have stated their preference for the LA2 program over 
the LA1 program. Table 1 summarises the reasons for the preference for the supplier development program of one buyer over another’s. 
Studies by Okada (2004) and Ivarsson and Alvstam (2004) found suppliers which seemed to lack wide access to technical providers, in 
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contrast with the findings of this paper where suppliers had greater access to more technical providers. As set out in Table 1, the main 
reasons for the preference for one buyer were as expected – the buyer had higher technical capability and implemented a more 
systematic program.  Kotabe et al. (2003) suggest that a higher level technology transfer would occur in a systematic buyer-supplier 
relationship. It is worthwhile to note that one factor mentioned leading to the preference for LA2 over LA1 was the decrease in ‘intensity’ 
of LA1’s supplier development program. ‘Intensity’ could refer to the frequency of visits by buyers or the number of times  suppliers had 
access to technical experts from buyer’s organisation. This type of change in supplier development program implementation has  been 
little mentioned in the literature. 
 
Table 1: Reasons for Preference of Buyer’s Supplier Development Program at Different Time Periods 
 
Note: R= US Buyer, J= Japanese Buyer, LA1, LA2=Malaysian Buyers 
 
 Supplier Development Program Activities: Table 1 above showed examples of activities leading to technology transfer between buyer 
and supplier. These include programs for supplier development, activities, advice for improvement as well as performance evaluation, 
plant visits and feedback. These activities can be divided into three categories, namely ‘developing capability’, ‘building relationship’ and 
‘awards/make suggestions/other’, as shown in Table 2 The main difference between the activities of the supplier development program 
of local buyers and the program of Japanese buyers was summed up by respondent VA who stated that Japanese automakers had more 
activities for suppliers geared towards “building relationships”, while for LA1 and LA2 the activities were geared towards “developing 
capabilities”.  
 
Table 2: Types of Activities during Supplier Development Program 
 
 
Table 2 reviews the activities that are involved in a supplier development program. LA1 and LA2 were more focused on developing 










Felt that other buyers do not develop like LA1 SDP. But LA1 has changed its 
‘intensity’





Before, LA1 gave performance reports and came for audits but stopped 4 
years ago






LA1 visit more frequently, every 2 weeks. More feedback






LA1 used to have stronger SDP. Developed suppliers that when LA2 was 
established, LA2 had capable suppliers to choose from






LA1 has programs for supplier development and grade performance





Before, LA1 had a better system in assisting vendors, more systematic
LA2 preferred over LA1. Better system: vendor selection, follow-up and 





LA1 gives a lot of assistance to suppliers over the years
LA1 no longer develop suppliers as before: 1) long-term suppliers, 2) fewer 
new systems than LA2, 3) suppliers give LA1 input.  Japanese has culture of 
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Developing 
capability 
LA1: LA1 supplier 
development staff developed 
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suppliers  - GN
LA1 increase in assistance 
through teams to improve 
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LA1 evaluates supplier 
performance based on QCD 
and categorizes into Tiers - LI
LA2: departmental 
audits – KA
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help suppliers – LI
Learn from R buyer 
(US) on developing 











LA1 Award: Most improved –
KA
LA1’s involved suppliers in 
end-customer program - SC
LA2 3 awards - KA








supplier relationship that Japanese firms were known for. The data set out in the table also suggests that Malaysian automakers tend to 
favour the arm’s length type of relationship or durable arms relationship rather than a collaborative relationship, even when the 
Malaysian automakers had been heavily influenced by the Japanese automakers, based on the history of the Malaysian automotive 
industry. 
 
5. Conclusion  
 
This paper has presented a research looking into how buyers differ in the implementation of supplier development program from the 
perspective of suppliers, which in this paper focused particularly on dependent suppliers. The performance of buyer firms has been 
shown to be dependent on the performance of supplier performance and much of supply chain management literature has focused on 
factors that improve the performance of supplier firms. However, some authors (Carr et al, 2008) note that the literature still lack the 
viewpoint of the supplier firms, for example, in the areas of supplier development programs and buyer-assisted training, including 
dependent suppliers. This research has focused on the viewpoint of the (dependent) supplier firms, with regard to buyer differences in 
the implementation of supplier development programs. Comprehending the process and reasons for the differences, the ‘how’ and ‘why’, 
could lead to a more informed understanding on the decision-making of buyers in terms of buyer-assisted training and similar 
assistances to suppliers. The first section on the findings revealed that most of the suppliers have changed their preferences from LA1’s 
supplier development program to LA2’s. Overall the reasons include preferring LA2’s more systematic program and higher technical 
capability of its technical staff. In addition, another factor mentioned was the ‘intensity’ of LA1’s supplier development program. This 
suggest that a buyer’s supplier development program, especially that of long-term duration, could go through different levels of 
‘intensity’ for various reasons. One possible reason could be a change in corporate strategy with regard to supplier development program 
implementation, as this program is costly to maintain for the long-run.  
 
The next section of the findings focused on the types of activities related to supplier development program. Do all buyers provide similar 
types of activities? Based on the findings, both LA1 and LA2 provided similar types of activities. In contrast, for suppliers with access to 
supplier development programs with Japanese buyers, the activities were considered to be more towards building relationship with 
suppliers rather than developing capability. This suggest that buyers determine the final objective of a supplier development program. 
Are the programs for short-term or long-term duration? And if for the long-term duration, what is the future outlook  for these suppliers? 
In studies on supplier development, buyers play a major role in supplier development (Watts & Hahn, 1993; Krause et al., 2000, 2007; 
Liker & Choi, 2004), yet some studies have noted that buyers are reluctant to provide buyer-supported training (Carr et al., 2008; 
Handfield et al., 2000). Takeishi (2001) notes that some buyers have deficient resources in knowledge to provide to buyers, with some 
more deficient than others. Takeishi makes reference to Liker et al.’s (1995) study, which had shown Japanese buyers to have more 
knowledge compared to non-Japanese buyers. Liker (2004) and Liker and Meier (2007) noted that Toyota implemented a learning 
system to enable learning within the organisation – one of the reasons for Toyota being a leader in the global automotive industry. In 
terms of relationship, local automakers (LA1 and LA2), seem to show durable arms’ or arm’s-length relationship  compared with 
collaborative relationship  of Japanese buyers. 
 
Recommendations: For suppliers to increase learning,  Hernandez et al (2010) suggest an environment with interfirm trust between 
suppliers and buyers, investment in assets specific to the relationship and reduction in use of behavioural control. This research adds to 
the  need for this type of environment  in noting that if buyers are considered to lead or provide the technology for knowledge-sharing, 
buyers too need to be technically capable. In addition, this research suggest that during long-term duration of supplier development 
programs, changes might occur and suppliers might need to find other technical exchange partners as the previous buyers could either 
be less technically capable or changes in corporate strategy might be the reason for changes in implementation of the supplier 
development program. 
 
Limitations: This research has limitations as due to its qualitative nature, the findings could not be applied  to the population. In 
addition, the research has focused on the automotive and transport-related industry. Nevertheless, the findings of this research has 
revealed some findings that might be relevant to firms in the manufacturing industry, particularly those which deal with customised 
parts and where more and more parts are being outsourced to suppliers and thus, the technical capability of suppliers is becoming more 
important. In addition, industries that have implemented supplier development programs or similar programs as well as manufacturing 
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